A short while ago I received a letter asking me to step down from membership of a board on which I had been serving for quite some time. Normally I refuse to join boards or committees unless a finite, and preferably short, term of service is fixed in advance. But this particular job was not very onerous, I enjoyed doing it, and worst of all, I thought I was doing some good.
So when I read the letter, which, I should say, I had been expecting for several years, I was surprised to hear this little complaining voice within me.
"They're getting rid of you", said junge ego.
"True, and about time", replied alte ego.
"But", shrieked junge ego, "who can possibly fill your place?". "It doesn't matter", replied alte ego, "anybody will do, and you and I can certainly use the time". "Perhaps you should appeal . . .". "No, let's write the letter and go and look for another job".
I have already retired from three jobs and much more gratefully from all the committees and advisory boards that accompany a successful scientific career. Mandatory retirement from boards is a wonderful idea, but for those who wish to remain actively engaged in science, retirement is a source of worry, and increasingly so as that sunset date draws closer.
In Japan, where the age of retirement is 60 in some universities, its advent is especially feared, and several of my friends have actually become ill as a result of their retirement. One day you are right at the top, the next day you are thrown on the rubbish heap, and perhaps even forbidden to visit the department. No wonder gastric ulcers are a common disease amongst retired biology professors in Japan. In other countries, you may be offered a small office where you can get your papers in order and write your memoirs, or at least leave something decently organized for your obituarist. I have known departments where so many of the offices were occupied by past distinguished members that there was almost no room for anybody else.
Mandatory retirement was made illegal some years ago in America, but I am told that there are numerous loop holes and administrative tricks used to circumvent the rules. They can make continuation dependent on outside research funding, which transfers the decision to a group of individuals who are not sympathetic to either the very old or the very young.
One story told to me, which I was assured was absolutely true, concerned the retirement of a professor at one of the more 'serious' universities. Apparently, everything had been done to ease his departure. There was a one-day symposium with talks by the more prominent of his past students, and a retirement dinner with speeches and a presentation of a parting gift. At the end of all this, he rose to reply, and calmly informed all gathered there, that he had just discovered he did not have to retire, and that, in fact, he was considering legal action. He assured his audience that he was not leaving and that they should dry their tears, as they would be able to enjoy his company for many years to come.
I thought at the time of hearing this story of transforming it into an apocryphal tale, adding an ending in which, on his way home, the man is waylaid in an alley and beaten up by a gang of masked assistant professors, who confirm his retirement by unconventional means. The gang members, of course, have been awaiting the professor's retirement so that they could be candidates for his tenured professorship.
Administrators will tell you that mandatory retirement is necessary so that they can promote younger people, and so enable everybody to move up the ladder. But that is the way administrators think and, anyway, the issues involved are really about the control of resources, and not about research. We all know scientists for whom retirement at the age of 35 would not be considered too premature, and conversely there are others, with more decrepit bodies perhaps, who could still outshine the best post-doc you ever saw. I am glad to say that there are 35-year-old scientists who realise that research is not for them and go off and join the biotechnology industry or become editors of scientific journals. And the ancient combatants will always find a way to do research if that is what they want to do. After all, they know all the ropes.
In all my retirements, I have so far been able to avoid attending the celebrations of the final symposium and the farewell dinner where I would be presented with some absolutely useless gift to be used in my retirement. I have seen them all -sets of garden tools, golf clubs, elaborate cooling equipment and so on. There is this myth that scientists are longing for the day of their retirement and can't wait to start indulging in all of the hobbies and activities that they had to set aside while they had their boring jobs of research. This, as every committed scientist knows, is utter rubbish.
I hope that the editor will allow me to use this column to let anybody who may be planning a party for me know that I would very much like a multiprocessor work station and an electron microscope as parting gifts. And now, if you will excuse me, I have to go and look for another job.
